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The Witch’s MOMMET is a most cunning
Piece of Sympathetick Magick, by which 
She may both harme and heal. With such
 materialls as her Craft allowes, the Witch
shall make a figure in the shape of Man or
Woman, and thence shall binde it to a livinge
Soul through some vitall Matter; that being,
some Hair, or Skin, or Spittel, or Blood, &c. 
In such wyse, whatsoever the Witch may
 perform upon the MOMMET, this will also
bee performed upon the Soul to which it is
bounde.

Full many a Witch may choose to craft a
MOMMET in her very own Likenesse, and
take such Care of this as to safeguard her own
Life.

The Arcana, ‘On Sympathie’

Witchborn pages_Chicken House  25/07/2017  14:08  Page ix



F O R D H A M ,  E S S E X
20 November 1577

The knocking came harder this time. Ellen could clearly
hear two voices just outside the cottage’s window, and

behind them a low sea-swell of agitated muttering. It
sounded like they had brought the whole village with them.

The house shuddered. She looked at the door, then down
at the cooking pot slung over the fire in front of her, and
then back to the door again. It wouldn’t take much for them
to break it down, but it might buy her a little time while
they tried.

Hastily, Ellen gathered up the last remaining objects
from around the hearth – dried herbs, stones, figures of
straw and bone – and threw them all into the pot, poking
each one under the surface of the broth with a wooden
spoon as she went. Then she heaved the whole concoction
out of the fire and left it steaming on the earthen floor.

‘OPEN THE DOOR, CRONE!’
Again, the frame of the tiny cottage shook. Ellen sighed.
‘Crone?’ she murmured to herself, fishing a bonnet from

the back of a chair, and stuffing her masses of brown curls
underneath. ‘I don’t look that old . . .’

She stood up straight, smoothed out her smock and
roughly tightened the laces in her bodice. Her appearance
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probably wouldn’t count for much once she had opened the
door to her visitors, but she wasn’t going to make their job
easier for them. She glanced at the two beds in the corner
of the room, one so small it could have been a cot, and a
shadow passed over her face.

I hope she remembers what to do.
More pounding. The door seemed to be coming off its

hinges.
I hope she’ll be safe.
Ellen took a deep breath, and went to open it. Pale light

and cold air, rich with the damp smells of late autumn,
flooded the cottage.

The sight that greeted her on the other side gave her a
thrill of surprise more than fear. The man in front of her
had a quite impossibly handsome face. His high cheekbones,
arched eyebrows and pointed beard gave him a slightly
 devilish aspect that Ellen found rather appealing. Those
 features were framed by a vast ruff and tall black hat, its
huge feathers nodding like the plume of some Greek
 warrior. And at the centre of it all were his eyes – the kind
of eyes that seemed to be all pupil, cold and black as forest
pools. He smiled at her.

‘Good day, sirs,’ said Ellen calmly. At the shoulder of the
handsome man stood a taller, thinner companion. In one
hand he was clutching a Bible. In the other a noose. Behind
them both were the dirty, ugly, absurd faces of the villagers,
pressed in a ring around her cottage.

The handsome man cleared his throat and spoke. His
voice sounded like a hammer striking an anvil.
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‘Ellen Greenliefe. By the authority of the Malleus
 Maleficarum, you stand accused of the practice of witchcraft,
denying Almighty God and his son Jesus Christ, of sealing a
covenant with the Devil, and performing diverse crimes of
sorcery and necromancy with which you have cursed and
afflicted the good villagers of Fordham.’

There were subdued noises of agreement from the
 onlookers. Ellen did her best to look underwhelmed, and
smiled back at the man.

‘Forgive me, gentlemen, but I suspect you’ve had a
wasted journey. I am a poor housewife, no more. I spin. I
weave.’ She gestured to a broken spinning wheel that was
leant against the outside wall of the cottage.

The handsome man laughed. ‘Ay, I can believe that. It is
a web of lies and deceit that you have been weaving, and most
subtly too.’

His smugness showed so plainly on his face, Ellen thought
for a moment he might take a bow. A couple of villagers
took heart from his reply and cried their approval.

‘She ain’t never been to church!’
‘She turned all our milk sour!’
Ellen sighed, and replied over the handsome man’s

shoulder. ‘That’s a matter you should discuss with your
cows, Master Garrard, not me.’ There was a titter from one
of the children in the crowd. ‘Come, sirs, it is a long journey
back to London. Stay awhile and have something to eat, and
I’ll see you on your way. I have just made a fresh stew.’

‘She’s lying!’ shouted another of the peasants. ‘It’s
 poison!’
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‘I’ll admit I’m not the most talented cook, but that’s a
little unkind . . . At least come inside and rest your feet.’

The handsome man continued to smile, although one 
of his eyes twitched with impatience. He waited for the
 villagers’ baiting to die down.

‘How very gracious of you,’ he said quietly, his eyes 
now a pair of black storms. ‘We will be coming into your
house, but that is not to say we will be accepting your
 hospitality.’

Ellen’s face hardened. ‘If it’s evidence of witchcraft you
are looking for, I am afraid you will be disappointed.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said the man, drawing close to her. His
eyes roamed greedily over her, as though searching for
something on her person. ‘No doubt the Devil has taught
you most cunning ways of concealing your art.’

Ellen let out a cold laugh. ‘So, if you find what you are
looking for, I am damned. And if you don’t find it, I am
damned for concealing it? How clever! And I thought I was
meant to be the tricksy one.’

The handsome man’s face split into a grin, revealing a
set of perfectly white teeth. He was inches away now. He
smelt of iron and woodsmoke. ‘You may be able to conceal
your apparatus, witch, but you cannot conceal your own
body.’ Suddenly he grabbed her wrist in a gloved hand,
pulled her on to the doorstep, and tore a sleeve from her
arm. Her skin prickled in the cold breeze. The crowd
gasped.

‘Look upon this, gentlefolk!’ crowed the handsome man,
dragging her from the doorway and thrusting her arm up

– 4 –

Witchborn pages_Chicken House  25/07/2017  14:08  Page 4



into the air. ‘The witch’s poisonous teat, with which she has
been feeding her familiar! Who is to say how many more of
these she has upon her vile body?’

Ellen looked at the two little pink lumps a few inches up
from her wrist. They still hadn’t healed after an accident
with a toasting fork. Searching the faces of the villagers she
found nothing but hatred and ignorance, and she turned
back to the man who held her.

‘This is madness! That’s a burn, you fool, can’t you see?
Show me a wife in this village who doesn’t have any imper-
fections like this!’

‘Still she denies it, when the evidence is clear as day!
Lies, wicked lies!’

The villagers roared. Some began to pelt Ellen and her
house with stones and mud and manure. The handsome man
basked in their wild indignation, and spoke to the man at
his shoulder.

‘Master Caxton, bind her while I search her lodgings.’
Then he turned to address his frenzied audience. ‘There are
yet more unholy discoveries within, too foul for your eyes
to look upon.’

‘The girl!’ a woman screeched. ‘She’s hiding the girl!’
Ellen stared at the handsome man, whose back was to

her now. The noise of the crowd had become overwhelm-
ing, and seemed to suck her underneath it like the waves of
an incoming tide. Even while he faced away, she still heard
his words. They seemed to blossom from inside her own
head.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The girl.’

– 5 –

Witchborn pages_Chicken House  25/07/2017  14:08  Page 5



Then, without looking at her, he disappeared into the
darkness of the cottage.

With practised efficiency, the taller man yanked her arms
behind her back and began tying them tightly together at
the wrist. Ellen was thinking too hard to feel the rope bite
into her flesh, to notice the hotness, the stickiness of her
hands and fingers.

The taller man spun her around again, pulled her upright
and attempted to force the noose down over her head. Up
close she saw his features were nothing like his superior’s –
they were blank and sallow, expressing precisely nothing.
Behind him the villagers’ howling faces rippled like a
 mirage, and beyond them she glimpsed the cool, inviting
foliage of the beech woods.

I should have run away with her, she thought. As soon as I
saw them I should have run.

The witchfinder’s extravagant hat bobbed and emerged
into daylight again. His smile still hadn’t faded, although
there was something more predatory about it now as he
marched towards her. His tall, blank companion tightened
the noose a little.

‘Where is she?’ the witchfinder said.
Ellen stared at him. He took another step forward, and

nodded to the man holding the noose. It pressed against her
windpipe.

‘Speak,’ he said.
She cocked her head. Tighter still.
‘Speak.’
She could feel her pulse behind her eyes.
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‘Speak, witch.’
After the third time, she turned her attention to the man

holding the rope. She opened her mouth as if she were
 trying to form words, and he leant in to listen. When he
was close enough for her to feel his sour breath on her face,
she lurched forward and kissed him.

The handsome man roared with laughter. ‘I’m afraid
your womanly charms, considerable as they are, will not
distract us from our duty, Miss Greenliefe. But I’m sure
Master Caxton appreciates the gesture.’

Ellen drew herself back, whispering softly as she did.
Caxton struck her with the back of his hand, knocking her
to the ground. The crowd whooped with delight.

Then, for the first time, an expression registered on his
pale face. Something between fear and surprise. It looked
like he was trying to spit on her, but couldn’t. His lips
 purpled and blistered. In his panic he tried to speak, but
something was obviously lodged in his throat. He gurgled,
then heaved, then spat; and when he did, he saw his tongue,
blackened and decayed, fall whole from his mouth and land
in the dirt between his feet.

The handsome man looked at his whimpering companion
for a moment, then at Ellen. He took a couple of steps
 forward, bent down, and plucked the tongue off the floor
with his gloved thumb and forefinger. The villagers were
silent now, save for a flutter of whispered prayers.

‘This woman and her child,’ he announced, ‘are a plague.
They will infect us all. And as any physician will tell you,
gentlefolk, there is only one sure way to prevent the spread
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of contagion.’ He looked from one face to the next, his eyes
sparkling. ‘Fire.’

Fordham was all ash and smoke. It had started raining an
hour ago, but the remains of the bonfire still smouldered
and the cloying, acrid smell of charred wood and flesh clung
to the houses. It was the villagers’ own fault – they’d got
carried away, and the fire had been far too large. Most were
returning, exhausted, to their homes, but some could still
be heard tramping through the woods and hollering to each
other in search of the girl. A wraith-like sun hovered on the
horizon.

Two men remained at the edge of the ashes, staring at
the spot where the stake had been. Despite the drizzle, John
Hopkins stood with his tall, black hat in his hands and
smoothed its feathers absent-mindedly. His pearl-studded,
velvet doublet was soaked through by now, as was his hair,
but he didn’t seem to have noticed. Just behind him was the
village parson, an old man slow in mind and body, who kept
coughing and spluttering as the wind blew grey flakes into
his face.

‘I thank God you came, sir,’ he said, bowing his head
slightly.

‘Hmmm?’
‘I–I thank God. For sending you to us.’
Hopkins didn’t reply.
‘And I shall pray for your companion,’ he continued.

‘That God may comfort him in his . . . affliction.’
‘As you wish.’
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The parson looked up, confused. He tried to blink the
ash out of his watery eyes. Hopkins’ eyes were still fixed on
the smouldering stake.

‘Stubborn old thing, wasn’t she?’ he said, drumming his
jewelled fingers on the top of his hat.

‘Beg pardon, sir?’
‘The hag. Usually the flames haven’t even reached the

soles of their feet before they’re confessing.’ He was talking
mostly to himself, and for once his lips weren’t curled into
a smile. ‘But this one . . . Didn’t want to give us anything,
did she?’

‘No, sir. Must’ve been thick with the Devil for him to
stick with her till the end.’ He crossed himself.

Hopkins’ jaw twitched. He’d hoped that burning the
woman would have brought the child out of hiding. Or that
she would have revealed where the girl was, once she was
tied to the stake. But neither of those things had happened.
And now Ellen Greenliefe was gone.

He suddenly whirled round, and the parson audibly
cringed. ‘The girl. Did she have any friends in the village?’

‘No, sir. Kept themselves to themselves, the pair of
them. Never came to church. Not even after the fines.
Never left that cursed house.’

Hopkins regarded the old man in silence for a moment,
and then looked over the top of his bald head to Ellen
Greenliefe’s house, perched on a hill overlooking the rest of
the village.

‘Never left the house,’ he muttered.
Without another word, he set his hat upon his head 

– 9 –

Witchborn pages_Chicken House  25/07/2017  14:08  Page 9



and marched away from the parson up the hillside. Rain 
was falling more heavily now, and the rutted pathway he was
 following quickly becoming a muddy torrent. The sky was
bruise-black.

When he reached the cottage, the door was still wide
open and inside was as dark and empty as they had left it
earlier. Tiny though the place was, the gloom gave it an
 unexpected air of menace. He would have to tread care-
fully; he didn’t want a repeat of the business in Norfolk.
Thunder began to murmur overhead, and the beech trees
sighed in the mustering storm.

Hopkins stepped inside and shook the rain from his
cloak. In the dying light, he could just make out the beds in
one corner of the room, and in the other the feebly glow-
ing embers of the cook-fire. A pot of cold stew still rested
on the floor.

He waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness and
moved over to the two beds. Something crunched under-
foot, and he saw that the floor was scattered with little
 figures of animals and people, woven from straw and twigs.
He placed one of them carefully in his palm and examined
it in the dim firelight. Then he tucked it into the folds of his
doublet and began to pace the room, scowling. The place
was too small to have a false wall or a priest hole or any
 cavity for concealing a man. Or a child. But he must have
missed something.

The thunder rumbled again, closer now, within the
 cottage walls, within his own ears, low like the growling of
a cornered dog. It was suddenly much darker, too, a deep,
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oppressive darkness that seemed to creep into his nose and
mouth when he tried to breathe.

Groping through the shadows, he stubbed his toe on
something hard and immovable. When he’d finished
 cursing, he knelt down and brushed the dirt away from the
offending object. It was an iron ring, cold and furred with
rust. Strange that he hadn’t seen it earlier.

Hopkins squatted and heaved twice at the handle. On
the third attempt, he was able to straighten his legs, and the
trapdoor opened and fell heavily backwards. A steady
 orange furnace-glow filled the cottage from beneath. He
basked in the light, standing triumphantly over the entrance
to the witch’s cellar, hands on hips.

That was the moment she chose to stab him.
The knife she used was so sharp he didn’t even realize

what had happened until he looked down and saw its  handle
protruding from below his ribs. He staggered forward and
fell halfway down the stairs, twisting awkwardly to catch a
glimpse of his killer as she stepped over his body. He saw her
face, surrounded by curls that seemed to burn with a fire of
their own, and for once he stopped smiling.

It was true. All of it was true.
He never heard her leave. She was somewhere behind

him, her breath slow and steady as his own grew shallower
and more uneven. He felt a strange numbness creeping in
from his fingers and toes.

The girl was still watching when the darkness finally
claimed him.
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I

L O N D O N
One month later

Alyce slowly uncurled herself and sat upright on the 
flagstones. Instinctively, her hand went to the top of

her head. Every time she woke up she did this; every time
she knew exactly what she would find; and every time her
heart sank a little lower when her fingers felt the coarse,
uneven bristles where her hair used to be.

She missed her hair, especially when the nights were as
cold as this. She’d never cut it, not once in fourteen years,
and it had been long and thick enough to wrap around her
like a blanket. Her mother had loved it. The governors had
removed it all in one go.

Next, she stuck a finger in her ear, and scooped out the
candle wax she had stuffed in there earlier that evening. For
a couple of weeks now she had taken to collecting the little
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white blobs that dripped on to the floor from the gover-
nors’ candles, and used them to block out the laughing,
 crying and screaming that echoed sporadically through the
passageways. It always got worse at night.

Her cell looked strangely pretty in the moonlight, frozen
into a delicate, white stillness. The floor had been swept,
the bucket in the corner had disappeared, and she had been
given a bundle of fresh straw to make her bed in, as though
she were a prize cow. Above the straw hung a pair of
 manacles, which the governors had not used. They had
tried, but her hands and wrists were too thin and kept slip-
ping out. Nonetheless, they still served as a bleak reminder
that she was a prisoner.

A prisoner, not a patient. ‘Bethlem Royal Hospital’ read
the inscription above the gate, but she had realized the truth
of it very quickly. Bedlam, as they called it, was no hospital,
and she wasn’t here to be nursed back to health.

Alyce padded over to the window, her feet as hard and
icy as the stones underneath them, and looked through the
bars of her cell. A huge, ragged raven was perched on the
gables of the governors’ lodgings. It flapped noisily across
the courtyard, then glided over the gatehouse and out into
the street.

It wasn’t the other prisoners that kept her from sleeping
as much as her own memories. They made a terrifying noise
of their own, inside her head, that couldn’t be blocked out.
Those last moments of panic: the fear in her mother’s eyes,
the grip of her fingers on Alyce’s shoulders, so tight it had
left bruises. Then the sight of the carriage pulling into the

– 13 –

Witchborn pages_Chicken House  25/07/2017  14:09  Page 13



village at the bottom of the hill, her mother scrawling and
sealing the letter, and bundling Alyce into the cellar under-
neath the cottage. 

Make for Bankside, she’d said. Find the hangman John Dee.
Give him this letter.

The trapdoor closing, and after that…
Alyce’s frozen face became flushed and hot. Don’t think

about it, she scolded herself. Her eyes stung. She thought
she could smell burning. Nothing to think about. There’s  nothing
to be done.

All the way to London, Alyce had muttered her mother’s
words, over and over until they seemed to lose all mean-
ing: Bankside. The Hangman. John Dee. Bankside. The Hangman.
John Dee. She’d still been chanting when Master Makepiece
had found her in the ditch, wrapped up in her wet, filthy
hair and half dead from exposure. It was no wonder he’d
thought Bedlam the best place for her. She must have
seemed quite out of her mind. And maybe she was.

When he’d first taken her in, she was only supposed to
have stayed for a few days. There were endless arguments
outside her cell about her upkeep, and how she had no one
to pay for her, and how she should be thrown out to make
way for an inmate who could bring in some much-needed
funds. But her sponsor had stuck by her, despite the objec-
tions of his fellow governors, and it was now several weeks
since she’d made this stinking cell her home.

Suddenly, she heard the sound of a key rattling in the lock
behind her. She hurriedly wiped the tears from her eyes.
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Let it be the nice one. Please, please, let it be the nice one.
It wasn’t the nice one. It was the other one. The fat one.

The one who shouted at her, and scolded her, and told her
she had been cast out by God, that the Devil was in her, and
plunged her into baths of ice to cure her of her ill humour.
Despite the cold, his face was red and sweating, with 
thin strands of straw-coloured hair slapped down on to his
 forehead. He was still panting from climbing the single set
of stairs up to Alyce’s cell.

‘Hello, my dove,’ he slurred. Drunk, again. She shivered.
‘Cold one tonight. Everyone’s getting something to keep
’em warm, Master Makepiece’s orders.’ He spoke the name
with barely disguised venom, and held out a bowl of
 porridge.

Alyce crept forward and took it, keeping her eyes fixed
on the governor’s glistening face. The bowl was freezing.

He watched her as she retreated into the corner and
lifted a spoonful of the grey slop to her lips.

‘Alyce!’ he said, frowning in mock outrage, and wagging
his finger. ‘Good Christians say grace before a meal.’

He had played this game before, and she always lost. She
didn’t know what ‘grace’ was, and even if she had done,
speaking was not something that came easily to her any
more. Sometimes Master Makepiece coaxed a few words
out of her, but she had never said a thing to this Master
Kemp. In her silent world, she heard them talk about 
her. Melancholic, Makepiece had said. Kemp, on the other
hand . . . well, his descriptions of her were a bit more
 imaginative.
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‘If you can’t thank God for the food in front of you, girl,
I’m not sure I can let you eat it in good faith.’ The governor
reached out a hand to reclaim the bowl, and Alyce flinched.
‘Repeat after me: benedic nobis, Domine deus . . .’

Alyce said nothing. She just stared.
‘Repeat after me,’ said Kemp, nourishing his frustration,

allowing it to bloom across his face. His jowls wobbled.
‘Benedic nobis . . .’

Again he was met with silence. In one motion, he
stepped forward and grabbed Alyce’s chin in his stubby  little
fingers, and then began working her jaw up and down as
though she were a puppet he might force to speak. 

Alyce grew hot with shame, which quickly turned to
anger. She gripped the edge of the bowl, and hurled its
 contents at him. The porridge struck him square in the face
with a deeply satisfying slap.

There was a strange pause. Master Kemp peered at her
through his lumpy, gelatinous mask. Oats clung to his eye-
brows and dripped from his chin. Alyce wanted to laugh,
for the first time in what felt like years. But then the moment
passed. He wiped a sleeve over his eyes and roared into life,
seizing her by the throat and pouring curses upon her. 

‘Edmund!’ 
The second voice surprised her. It was low and warm,

but weary. Over Kemp’s shoulder she saw another man
standing in the open doorway. It was Master Makepiece, the
one who’d found her in the first place, and the only gover-
nor who shown her the slightest kindness. Kemp released
her from his grip, and turned with a sharp sigh.
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‘What?’
‘She is even less likely to speak with your stinking breath

in her face. Leave her be.’
Master Kemp snorted. ‘She refuses to accept the Lord,

Thomas! How can she ever hope for salvation if she cannot
pray?’

‘Not all prayers need be spoken aloud, Edmund. God
knows this child’s thoughts better than we do.’

Master Kemp looked back at her. Alyce kept her face
perfectly still.

‘It’s not right. She should be shouting her faith from the
rooftops. Calling to Him, begging Him for forgiveness.’

‘She is not allowed on the rooftops,’ Master Makepiece
said calmly.

Master Kemp looked at him coolly, and then hiccoughed,
ruining his composure. ‘All of the others, for all their
 caterwauling, they can still say a few words of prayer. They
still know the power of the cross when they see it. But this
one . . .’ He shoved his finger in her face.

Master Makepiece allowed Master Kemp to trail off, and
waited for quiet. ‘It hardly matters now, anyway. She is
 leaving. Tonight.’

‘Leaving?’ said Kemp.
Leaving? thought Alyce.
‘Yes. They are waiting for her downstairs.’
‘They?’ It took a moment before Kemp realized who

Master Makepiece was referring to. Then Alyce watched his
sagging face split into a grotesque smile. ‘You see! I was
right!’ He turned back to her. ‘You’d better get learning
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those prayers now, girl. I knew it!’
Makepiece ignored him. ‘Come child. There is somebody

to see you.’
Alyce came forward, one cold foot settling in the spilt

porridge as she went. She gave Kemp a wide berth, his 
grin like a carved, exaggerated mask in the moonlight.
Once outside in the passageway, the air thrummed with the
wailing and laughing and demented chattering of the other
inmates. She wanted to plug her ears again.

Master Makepiece placed a hand gently on her shoulder,
and she looked up at him. His features were somehow soft
and hard at the same time – as though the years had worn
then down into an expression of resolved, immutable kind-
ness. But tonight they looked sadder than usual. He peered
at her from under his heavy eyebrows.

‘I’m so sorry, Alyce,’ he said, and led her down the stairs.
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